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LLahontan Cutthroats

VMRD COMALLEY AND BRAD WIOD

Booming
AtLake Lenore

By Brad Wood

Fishermen’s dreams arc made of this -a trophy
three- to over cight-pound cutthroat trout, held tenu-
ously by a fly or lure with barbless hook, stripping line
ofl with a whining rccl. It doesn’t take a once-in-a-life-
time, cxpensive, guided trip 10 some far-off fishing
mecca to live that dream, becausc it's almost in your own
backyard!

Lake Lenore in Grant County can provide this trophy
fishing experience and is within a few hours’ drive of
almost everyone in the state. Whether you arc a lure
plunker or a devout fly fisherman, Lake Lenore offers
trophy cutthroat fishing and classic desert scenery to
boot.

The lake is one of several lakes of the Grand Coulce
carved by tremendous floods during glacial activity over
20,000 years ago. Today, it covers 1,400 surface acres
with an average depth of 15 feet and maximum of 27
feet. The lake is home to a cutthroal trout fishery with
growing nationwide appeal. Just cight years ago, there
wasn’t a game fish that could live in its highly alkaline
waters. That has all changed after years of cxperimenta-
tion by Washington Deparitment of Game fish biologists
during their search to find a fish that could thrive and
providc a new fishcry.

That adaptable fish was and is the Lahontan cut-
throat trout (Salmo clarki henshawii), one of three cut-
throat subspecics now inhabiting Washington’s waters,
introduced from Pyramid Lakc near Reno, Nevada,

Lahontan cutthroat in Lake Lenore range from three
to over cight pounds. So [ar the official standing record
is an cight-pound, onc-ounce fish caught by an ice fisher-
man in January. Fish over 10 pounds have been obscrved
by both fishermen and biologists.

Fishermen can distinguish the Lahontan cutthrouat
from other subspecies by its darker skin, cigar shape and
fewer black spots along the body, most of them high on
the back. Dr. David Galat, University of Arizona, has
studied these fish for several years at Pyramid Lake and
notes that, "Lahontans can live up to eight years. That’s
longer than the lives of most cutihroat trout. Not only
that, bul genetically, they are programmed for fast
growth when appropriate food is available—-two ideal
attributes for a fishery.”

Over 70,000 years ago, the ancestor of this modern
cutthroat entered the Great Basin of Ulah and Nevada.
It became cstablished in ancient Lake Lahontan, then
the size of Lake Erie. Over thousands of years, the lake
receded and became more and more alkaline. Some of
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these cuithroats survived and contin-
ucd to live in Pyramid [ake, the last
remnant of Lake Lahontan.

In the latec 1800, Pyramid lake
was known for its commerciad fish-
cry of cutthroats up to 30 and 40
pounds. In 1925, a standing world
record was scl by a fisherman who
landed a monstrous 41-pounder! But
this unusual inland population of
large Lahontans became extinct by
1940, victim of & dam on the
Truckee River which blocked the
trouts’ access to spawning grounds.

Fortunately, some Lahontans
managed to survive in the Carson
River, a tributary of the Truckee.
California Department of Fish and
Game was able 10 take some of these
survivors, propagatc them and then
restock them into Pyramid Lake. In
the late 1970, eggs taken from
some of Pyramid's fish and hatched

in Washington formed the basis for
the fishery in Lake Lenore

Soapy Water

The watcrs of Lenore are highly
alkaline, with a pH of 10. Typical
Columbia Basin lakes have a pH
level of 8 10 8.5, The alkalinity of
l.enore is {rom a high level of dis-
solved sullute, bicarbonate, carbon-
ate and chlonide salis left behind
from cvaporation. There is no year-
round outflow from the lake 10 drain
them off. The waters of Soap Lake,
just south of Lenore, are twice as al-
kaline and fecl like slick soap when
rubbed between your hands. When
strong winds buffct the lakes, foamy
suds may billow up along windward
shores. Historically, the alkalinity
was too high to support fish in either
lake, but in recent years it has been
decreasing due to increased seepage

of groundwater. Fresh water sceping
into Lake L.cnore, coupled with
pumping out of water at the south
end during summer, has helped
lower the alkalinity, sctting the stage
for fish survival. Soap Lake con-
tinues to be void of fish due to ¢x-
treme alkalinity.

Until 1977, no fish could tolerate
the high alkaline conditions for very
long; death was certain within a few
weeks. But occasional monitoring of
the lake’s pH level by the Depart-
ment of Game showed it was grudu-
ally lowering. This spurred renewed
search for a game fish which might
tolerate the ncw conditions.

Merrill Spence and Bill Zook,
both former fish biologists in
Ephrata, arc credited with the pio-
neering efforts which led to nitial es-
tablishment of Lahentan cutthroats
in Lake Lenore.

Lahontan

fishcrmen can catch a trophy-size

the town of Soap Lake. The Depart-
ment of Game has provided two de-
veloped access sites along the east

lets and small boat ramp. Last year,
they also developed a parking arca at
the extreme north end where fisher-

camping is allowed on any of the
publicly owned lands around the
lake.

caught year-round but the best sca-
sons are early spring, fall and winter.
[ce-lishing has become popular from
December through Yebruary and is
very rewarding.

Anglers are reminded that this is
a selective fishery allowing only one

lures with single barbless hooks can
be used. Barbs can be filed, ground
or pinched down. If the barb snags
when ruaning the tip back and forth
through a dense piece of fabric, it
needs morc work.

In the scven years of the fishery,
fishermen have experimented with
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With a hittle persistence, most

Lahontan cutthroat from Lake
Lenore. The 1,400-acre lake 1s easily
reached by Highway 17 just north of

shore, eiach with parking areas, toi-

men congrepate during spring. No

I.ahontan cutthreats can bc

fish to be kept per day. Only flies or

How To Catch A Trophy

Cutthroat

just about cvery [orm of lure or fly.
A few of cach have cmerged as
proven fish-getters and no doubt
more witl be found in ycars 1o come.
For lures, try a one-quarter to three-
cighths ounce wobbling spoon, large
Mepps or Roostertail spinner. am-
mered brass or copper spoons
painted with ycllow, orange, or red
stripes and green [roggy-looking
ones are fuvoriles. They've also been
caught on Flatfish, crappie and wall-
cyc jigs and Rapalas.

l.ures can be cast {rom shore, a
boat or trolled slowly by rowing or
using an clectric trolling motor. The
trick is to get them down close to the
bottom where lahontans cruise and
feed. If you're not raking the muck
on the bottom occasicnally, you arc
not deep cnough. Good areas to be-
gin fishing arc off rocky slopes where
the water is deep and (ood plentiful.
During the spring, try the north and
south ends where the cutthroat
gather when trying to spawn.

Fly fishing for the big trout has
become increasingly popular and
very successlul. Flics can be cast us-
ing conventional spinning gear with
a bobber but they’re morc popularly
cast with fly rod and recl. Geerge
Cook, professional fishing guide at

Lenore and the Columbia Basin in
general, provided the following tips
for both the beginning and expert {1y
fishcrman.

Prime time to fish with flies at
I.enore is March through the first
week of May. Time of day appears (o
make little difference during this
period. During this time¢, mature cut-
throats head into shallow water in
search of a place to spawn. Thesc
shallow areas are at the cextreme
north and south cnds where a [ly
fisherman can get his flics in front of
the fish near the botiom. In fall and
winter, shallow areas can still be pro-
ductive if fished early and late in the
day.

A handful of fly patterns have
proven successful al Lake lenore:
Black Leech, fluorcscent green and
orange Carcy Specials, Black Wooly
Buggers, Muddler Minnows and
Sculpin patterns. Use a size four to
six hook on most, going down 1o a
size eight on Carcy Specials when
fished in very shallow water,

A sinking-tip fly line gets the fly
ncar the bottom without the rest of
the line tangling around your feel.
Retrieval of the fly should be varied
to match the trout’s mood. Begin by
stripping linc in foot-long sirips,
varying the speed. Hip boots, wad-
ers, [loat tubes and small boats can
all be used on both ends of the lake.




In 1977, Spence and Zook ob-
tained 30 yearling Lahontans from
Omak Lake in Okanogan County.
Those fish, four to six inches long,
were placed in live-boxes in Lake
Lenore, then later reicased when it
appeared they might survive, One
year later, cight of the 30 were ob-
served mn various areas of the lake,
This encouraged the biologists to
pursuc larger plants.

A potential trophy fishery was de-
veloping, but not without contro-
versy surrounding the impact the
fishery could have on the wildlife in
and around the lake. Wildlife biolo-
gists in the same office as Spcnce
and Zook took a different view of the
budding fishery and voiced concerns
about the impacts that could come
from incrcased human use of the
lake. Their primary concerns were
for changes in the distribution and

Once hooked, you can cxpect a
big Lahonian to act like most cut-
throats. IU'H shake its head, roll a
few times, act like a log and usually
forego the cariwheeling antics of
rainbows. No matter how you play
them, be sure to keep constant ten-
sion on the line to keep thcm from
shaking the barbless hook.

If you choose to rclease one, try
not to handle it unless wearing wool
gloves. Use of bare hands will re-
move 0o much protective mucous
from the trout’s body, allowing in-
fection to set in. Carry a landing nel
50 you can control the fish long
enough in the water to remove the
hook.

But many of you will decide to
keep one of these big brutes, at lcast
tht first onc and perhaps a sucecs-
sion of others. Sure, it would make a
nice mount for the office or den but
are they good 1o cat? Veteran
Lenore anglers give a definite yes!

Every angler has his or her own
idea of how Lahontans should be
cooked and how they should taste.
Some prefer baking, some frying,
some smoking, it’s up to you., An-
glers who have consumed their
weight in these fish claim they prefer
them smoked but wouldn’t snub a
good baked onc. Some say the trick
to baking and goed flavor is to re-
move the skin and any fat layer.

abundancc of waterbirds. Thousands
of waterbirds such as ruddy ducks,
common and Barrow’s goldencyes,
earcd grebes and common mergan-
sers are attracted to the lake’s abun-
dant invertebratc food source.

Through long and heated debate,
the fish and wildlife biologists ham-
mcred out a compromise that would
allow establishment of the fishery
yet provide protection for wildlife.
To achicve this, biologists agreed
that there would bc no overnight
camping and no gasoline powered
engines allowed on boats. A year-
round season was also put into effect
to lcssen the impact of huge crowds
that an opening day type of season
brings.

Wildlife biologists today agree
these regulations have helped lesscn
impacts but, as they predicted, there
has been a marked change in the
abundance and distribution of water-
birds on the lake. No project can be
undertaken without its positive and
negative impacts on the resource,

To protect and promote the tro-
phy status of the fishery, the lake is
classified as a selective fishing water.
This means that fishermen can hook
and release as many of the cut-
throats as they can fool, but they
must stop fishing after killing one
fish. A selective regulation also al-
lows only use of barbless flies or
lurcs and no bait. To keep noise and
water pollution to a minimum, only
electric trolling motors are allowed.
Petroleum-powered motors may not
even be attached to a boat in the
lake.

Management of the Lake Lenore
fishery is now in the hands of Faoster
and arca fish biologist Steve Jack-
son. Foster and Jackson are keeping
a watchful eye over the fishery to
prevent disease outbreaks and detect
any decline in productivity. So far,
they say the Lahontan fishery con-
tinues to be a booming success.

A watery desert transformed into
an excellent fishery—a dream ful-
filled [or both bialogisis and fisher-
men! Sirong fighters providing good
sport and tablefarc, 1.ahontans are a
worthy quarry for any angler.“Ww

Brad Wood is a Conscrvation Ed-
ucation Programs Specialist in Re-
gion 2, Ephrata,
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BOATS

2 MAN $38
3 MAN $50
4 MAN $65

Call Free
Before Midnight For The Next 30 Days

As part of an advertising test,
Dunlap Boat Mfg. will send any of
above size beats to anyone who
reads and responds to this test
before the next 30 days. Each
Boat Lot No. (Z-26 PVC) is con-
structed of tough high density
fabric (resistant to abrasions,
sunlight, salt & oil}, electronically
welded embossed seams, nylon
safety line grommeted all around,
heavy duty oar locks, 3 separate
air chambers for extra safety (4 air
chambers in 4-many}, self-locking
safety valves, bow lifting & towing
handle and are recommended for
marine, ocean and fresh water
recreation, camping, fishing or a
family fun boat. Each boat will be
accompanied with a LIFETIME
guarantee that it must perform
100% or it will be replaced free.
Add $7 handling & crating for
each boat requested. Dunlap
Boat Mfg. pays all shipping. If
your order is received within the
next ten days you will receive
FREE a combined hand/foot
inflator/deflator bellows style
pump for each boat requested.
Should you wish to return your
boat you may do so for a refund.
Any letter postmarked after 30
days will be returned. LIMIT three
(3) boats per address, no excep-
tions. Send appropriate sum
together with your name and ad-
dress to: Boat Dept. #613-B,
Dunlap Boat Mfg., 2940 W. Pico
Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 80006. Or
for fastest service from any part
of the country call 1-800-824-9988
for Boat Dept. #613-B {Calif. resi-
dents call collect 213-735-9363),
before midnight seven days a
week. Have credit card ready.




